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Overview: Rubrics 
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What is a rubric? 

A rubric is a set of criteria that establishes the levels of quality for any activity. It consists of a scale of scores that 
indicate the levels of achievement for the key elements of a product. Most often teachers use them for: 



written material 
visual products 
performances 
processes 
content 



A familiar example of how rubrics are used might be the International Olympics competitions. The winners in speed 
skating or track races can easily be determined by seeing who crosses the finish line first. The winners of other 
events can be determined by measuring how high a person jumps or how far he/she throws an object. 

The winners of such events as figure skating or diving, however, must be determined by using a different method. 
Each of these activities involves several skills, and therefore, each competitor must be scored separately on his/her 
ability to perform each of the individual skills. 

Here is an example of a 4-point rubric for scoring an "Axel" jump in the Women's Figure Skating Competition. 
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What are the different types of rubrics? 

Rubrics are classified as holistic or analytic. In a holistic rubric, the score is given for the entire piece being evaluated 
(e.g., the report as a whole or the science project as a whole). An analytic rubric requires that the report or project 
be scored for different characteristics, or traits. This Module will combine elements of both types. The rubrics will be 
analytic in that they provide guidance for instructions and reflection. They will also be holistic as they provide a look 
at a whole product or performance and the way in which the parts interact and connect. 

Another way to think about the two types of rubrics is to link them to the way that they are used. This Module 
addresses each of the possible uses of rubrics, and includes a few examples for each one. 

Written products: reports, essays, critiques, letters, narrative stories, summaries, and research papers 

Performances: debates, demonstrations, exercise, dance, interviews, oral reports, and role playing 

Visual Products: advertisements, brochures, cartoons, diagrams, designs, graphs, models, and story boards 

Processes: research, group work, experiments, partnering, planning, and analyzing 

Content: reading, math, literature, science, social studies, art, music, physical education, and technology 
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Why use rubrics? 

There are many reasons for teachers to use rubrics. One important reason that has been discussed since the late 
1980s is that rubrics make the expectations of the task transparent to the teacher and to the students. It defines 
quality and sets the focus of the class so that everyone involved can recognize a quality product or performance. 

Rubrics provide a framework for feedback that is essential to student academic growth and achievement. The 
criteria used in the rubric can be used to identify strong points and areas that need improvement, making students 
become thoughtful analysts of their own work. Through self- and peer assessment, and with repeated practice using 
rubrics, students increase their understanding of how well they have learned something, and how to achieve more. 
The result is that they take responsibility for their own learning, which leaves time for teachers to work with 
students and provide feedback and support. 

Rubrics work well in heterogeneous classes. They accommodate various levels of learning by allowing skilled 
students and less skilled students to progress on the same assignment or type of work. Each student has his/her 
own plan for growth as outlined in the rubrics. 

A final reason to use rubrics is that they are surprisingly easy to use. Students understand them and they form a set 
of standards for student work in a classroom, and if used in all classrooms, a set of standards for the entire school. 
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Is there any research that supports the use of rubrics? 

Brain theory research by Caine & Caine (1997) and Jensen (1998) conclude that all people have an innate desire to 
learn. Babies are born with intrinsic motivation. The brain is designed to seek information, integrate it with other 
information, interpret it, remember it, and use it at appropriate times. According to these researchers, this intrinsic 
motivation to learn is supported when the learner meets the following criteria: 

• Has a sense of control and choice 

• Gets frequent and specific feedback on performance 

• Encounters tasks that are challenging, but not threatening 

• Is able to self-assess accurately 

• Encounters learning tasks related to everyday life 

Rubrics provide the criteria that support the learner's natural motivation. As the students assess their own work, 
they become skillful at self assessment and can use the results to make decisions regarding what criteria he/she 
should practice. With teacher and peer assessment, additional feedback is available. 

The type of feedback students receive is a factor in their motivation to learn. The quality, the emphasis on learning, 
and the focus on strengths and weaknesses are keys to motivation (Black and William, 1998; Butler, 1988; Sadler, 
1989). 

One variable regarding rubrics that has been investigated extensively is rater reliability , (the level of 
agreement between two or more raters or scorers ^ the higher the level of agreement or reliability, the 
more trust can be placed in results or scores) 

Using rubrics results in strong validity, but reliability becomes an issue, especially in high stakes tests .( tests 
that are used for important decisions about students, such as promotion or graduation) Researchers have 
found that clearly written rubrics and effective training increases rater reliability so that the results can be 
used for many purposes (Arter & McTighe, 2001). 

The positive effects of rubrics on student behavior and student learning have been studied by major researchers. 
Rubrics are used in all subject areas as evidenced by a doctoral study in chemical engineering conducted at Iowa 
State University that found the positive effects of evaluating one's own work and anticipating teacher questions 
(Saunders etal., 2003). 

The reason for these positive effects becomes clear when you examine the framework for student learning as 
described by Stiggins and others. They have identified a list of seven strategies that should be used to help students 
answer three important questions. These questions and strategies are implemented when rubrics are used. 
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Where am I going? 

• Provide a clear and understandable vision of the learning target 

• Use examples and models of strong and weak work 
Where am I now? 

• Offer regular, descriptive feedback 

• Teach students to self-assess and set goals 
How can I close the gap? 

• Design lessons to focus on one aspect of quality at a time 

• Teach students focused revision 

• Engage students in self-reflection and let them keep track of and share their learning 
(Stiggins, et. al., 2004) 
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Goal 

The goal of this module is to inform and provide practice for you and your students in the use of rubrics as a tool to 
assess student work and actions and to provide guidance and feedback for future work. When rubrics are used 
consistently, students develop an internal set of standards for their work that can be used from classroom to 
classroom and from subject to subject. 

Objectives 

• You will learn about the many ways to use rubrics. 

• You will learn how to use rubrics as a tool for improving student work. 

• You will practice using rubrics for scoring student work. 

• You will learn how to use rubrics for self and peer assessment. 

• You will learn how to create rubrics with your class. 

• You will continue giving and receiving support from your Learning Community. 
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